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the brink of that madness beyond which Lear passed.
His faith in the purpose of the Universe was shaken.
He was lost In the perilous darkness which engulfed
his characters.

But he pressed forward and the gloom grew less.
In Macbeth tragedy is brought about by the actions
of human beings, not solely by the forces of evil. In
Antony and Cleopatra the atmosphere is altogether
clearer. The protagonists come to a miserable and
ignominious end, but the libertine and the wanton
have been ennobled by the very splendour of the love
that destroyed them. Shakespeare had got at last
into calm waters. Humanity might still have depraved
and bestial qualities, but they were offset by compen-
sating virtues, nobility, spiritual greatness, indomitable
will. Shakespeare recovered his balance, and a serenity,
the greater for past harrowing experience, coloured
The Tempest, in which he made his incomparable
farewell to the stage.

The intensity of his feelings as a man increased his
skill and perception as a dramatist. His most complete
and subtle characters were created during the period
when his sombre mood led Mm to explore the darkest
recesses of the human heart.

He had long since mastered the art of drawing comic
characters. Falstaff, the finest, had made his final
bow in Henry V. Shylock, the first of his outstanding
serious figures, finely drawn though he was, did not
reveal new facets as the play went on. He was static
not dynamic. He was a miser first and last.

But the great figures of the later tragedies are far
more complex. They develop progressively and emerge
so complete that generations of critics have been able
to remove them from their setting and speculate over
their motives, ideas and philosophy. Yet Shakespeare
never manipulated the plot so as to parade their
characteristics. On the contrary it is their characters
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